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     This performance-prose piece is dedicated in grateful acknowledgement of the lifelong work of linguists and ethnographers James Kari and Priscilla Russell.

                         ---------------------------------------------------------------

                                                      I  AM  BIRCH

I am birch…   The people who use to live here, the Dena’ina, called me q’ey . My face is of loose birch bark, called  q’eylu ch’isha.                                                                                                                                                               

I am birch…  Though the people cherished the spruce, ts’bala, more than myself, still… I have my place, for my wood is hard… my fires give much heat, and can also burn slowly for smoking fish.

I am birch…   I am best for making snowshoes and bidarkas; fish traps and handles for tools; spoons and dishes and ice scoops.

     I was good for making sunglasses, my soot blackened their insides for reducing the glare of the sun.  

     I was used for making the frames of drums…  (Boom!)       drums…      (Boom!)   drums shaped like tambourines.    

I am birch…   A long time ago, in the early days, when there was war between the peoples, my rods were used to make a kind of armor.  Also, the men would come and gather the stems of my young trees. They would bend them into the desired position and then dry them that way until they became sturdy bows.  Then they would also make arrows from me and go hunting.

I am birch…   My wood-shavings, when pressed into a ball with pitch made good scrubbers in the steam bath.

     I also made pretty good chew…  The people would mix the ashes from the wood tissue under my bark with the ashes from the fungus that grows on me.  Not great… but better than nothing.

I am birch…   Of course I am famous for my baskets and baby cradles… and for my rain hats… And my canoes… (Boom!)   Yes, my canoes.

     I also made good roofs, and my bark is the very best kind of fire-starter.  The people would also wrap human ashes in my bark to hold onto them.  And young men would wear my bark as insoles in their moccasins during puberty ceremonies.

I am birch…   The Dena’ina,  (Boom!)  the People,  (Boom!)  would make funnels from my bark and blow through these horns to call in the bull moose in rut.  When people broke their bones, my bark was wrapped around their limbs to make a good cast.

     My bark was also boiled to make dyes for skins.

     You people, of this time, may not believe it, but one of the most important uses of my bark baskets in the early days was for boiling water and cooking food. First… the People warmed the ground with a fire and partially buried the basket, so that its sides would be supported and it would heat faster.

     To boil water in a birch bark basket, the Dena’ina - the People – first heated some hard rocks until they were very hot.  They then dropped them into a basket filled with water. The rocks, which were the same ones they used in their steambaths, were first dipped into the clear water of one basket before being placed into the cooking basket.

     They were placed atop sticks positioned in the bottom of the basket to make it stronger.  When the rocks cooled off, they were removed from the water with tongs and more hot rocks were added.  This process was continued until the water boiled.

     To cook food… the people turned another basket upside down over the first one to use the steam.

                 It took a long time…     (delayed … Boom!)        I am birch.

     In the spring, the People would relish my sap, both for its sweet taste and its being one of the first vegetable foods of the season.

     My sap was also good medicine to place on boils and sores.

     When times were very hard, to the point where… today… you would not understand, my inner bark – my cambium – was even used as People food.

   Right here,

                     in this very place,

                                               not long ago,

                                                                   was a BIRCH CULTURE… 

                                                                                                       an age of Tree People…     

     Other people,

                in other times,

                                   in other places,

                                                had their Iron Age and Bronze Age… and the Age of Steel.  And something called the Space Age.

     Now there are computers. 

                                      Everything is so fast.

       Still, the rings in my woody trunk grow at the same rate.

  And though the People who knew me intimately – and loved me- have passed on…

        I WAS HERE BEFORE THEM! 

                                                                AND I AM STILL HERE NOW!

       THEY CALLED ME   Q’EY!  (Boom!)

                                                                                 I am birch….

